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MAURITANIAN KEY ECONOMIC INDICATORS 
(In Millions of U.S. Dollars unless otherwise noted) 


Domestic Economy 

Population (millions est.) 

Population Growth (% est.) 

GDP* 

GDP Per Capita (hundreds of dollars) 

GDP in Ouguiya (UMs/Millions) 
(1982 market prices) 

Annual Real Growth Rate (%) 

Consumer Price Index (% change, 
lower income group) 


Production and Employment 
Labor Force (1981 est. modern sector) 
Unemployment 
Industrial Production (% of GDP) 
Mining (% of GDP) 
Commercial Fishing (% of GDP) 


Balance of Payments 

Exports (FOB) (incl. non-factor 
services) * 

Imports (CIF)(incl. non-factor 
services )* 

Trade Balance 

Current Account Balance 

External Public Debt 

Total Debt Service (% of exports) 

Foreign Exchange Reserves 
(current dollars) 

Average Exchange Rate/dollars 


Foreign Investment 
Total @* 
U.S. (cumulative) 
U.S. Share 


U.S.-Mauritanian Trade 
U.S. Exports to Mauritania 
U.S. Imports from Mauritania 
Trade Balance 
U.S. Share of Exports (%) 
U.S. Share of Imports (%) 


U.S. Bilaterial Aid 
Economic 
Military 


1983 1984 1995% 
1.6 1.6 1.7 
2.4% 2.4% 2.4% 
831 811 971 
475 465.80 480 
41.4 UM 41.1 UM 41.2 UM 
6.6% -0.5% 3.12% 
4.9% 8.0% 12.0% 


69,000 (excl. armed forces) 
Not Available 


3.1% 3.3% 3.4% 
9.3% 14.1% 14.4% 
7.8% 6.7% 725% 
359 395 589 
499 508 601 
-140 -113 -12 
-226 -151 -90 
1,178 1,520 1,359 
30.3% 38.7% 36.0% 
153 103 62 
54.8 63.8 7542 
209 220 Not Available 
0 0 0 
0 0 0 
27.5 25.9 26.4 
-8 1.1 oS 
-26.3 -24.8 -25.9 
Less than 1% for all years 
5.0 5.0 4.0 
12.5 13.9 18.8 
06 06 07 


Principal U.S. Exports (1985): Heavy Equipment; Cereals; Transportation 


Principal U.S. Imports (1985): N/A 


@) All figures for 1985 are provisional and subject to change. 
2 Medium and long term lending, capital grants and equity participation. 


Sources: 
*In 1983 dollars. 


Government of Mauritania; International Monetary Fund; World Bank 


BACKGROUND 


Mauritania is located on the northwest coast of Africa. It is 
bordered on the north and east by the Western Sahara and Algeria, 

in the east and southeast by Mali, and in the south by Senegal. 
Mauritania's Atlantic coastline is adjacent to some of the 

richest fishing grounds in the world. With an area of 398.8 thousand 
square miles, Mauritania is as large as Texas and California 
combined. Its population of only 1,700,000 makes it one of the 

most sparsely populated countries in the world. An estimated 

70 percent of the territory is covered by the Sahara Desert, 


which is advancing rapidly towards the agricultural areas in the 
south. 


Formerly part of French West Africa, Mauritania gained indepen- 
dence in 1960. Between 1960 and 1978, a civilian one-party 
government existed. Following Mauritania's defeat in the Western 
Sahara War (1975-78), the armed forces took power and established 
the Military Committee for National Salvation (CMSN). The 
present military Government took power with a bloodless coup 
d'etat in December 1984. It has alleviated the repressiveness 

of the former regime, launched an economic recovery program with 
IBRD and IMF support, and follows a balanced foreign policy. 


Mauritania's economic infrastructure is rudimentary. Only 1,056 
miles of paved road exist. The Chinese have constructed a 
new deep water port at Nouakchott with an annual capacity of 
500,000 tons, which will be in service in early 1987. The 
country's sole railroad links iron mines at Zouerate with the 
port city of Nouadhibou. International communications have 
improved dramatically with the completion in 1985 of a satellite 
earth station in Nouakchott. 


ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENTS ¥ 


Mauritania's recent economic performance has been disappointing. 
Along with other Sahelian nations, Mauritania has suffered a 
severe drought since the early 1970s which devasted the agri- 
culture and livestock sectors and caused a massive exodus to the 
cities. Other factors which adversely affected the economy were 
the Western Sahara War, the collapse of iron ore and copper 
prices, and rising energy costs. Economic mismanagement also 
played a role as large industrial projects begun in the 1970s 
and early 1980s proved to be poorly designed and uneconomic. As 
a result of these factors, Mauritania has been saddled with an 
unmanageable burden of external debt and unsustainable balance 
of payments and fiscal deficits. 


In its first year in office, the new Government has concentrated 
on economic reform and the achievements have been substantial. 
In early 1985, the government devalued the ougiya, raised cereal 
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prices to consumers and producers, increased interest rates, 
froze public sector spending, and took measures to reduce public 
investment and spending. 


Response from the IMF and donors was forthcoming quickly. Saudi 
Arabia provided $30 million for balance of payments support. A 
donors meeting in March 1985 resulted in pledges of another 

$170 million and the IMF approved a 12 million SDR standby agree- 
ment. Finally, the Government requested and obtained a Paris 
Club rescheduling of Mauritania's official debt. Almost exactly 
one year after the coup, Mauritania presented a 3-year economic 
recovery plan to a donors’ meeting in Paris. Based on reforms 
already enacted and positive assessments from the IBRD and IMF, 
the donors endorsed the plan and pledged to support it. In early 
1986, an IMF mission reviewed Mauritania's economic performance 
and concluded that the Government had met the targets of the 
standby program. A second standby was approved in late April. 


Despite these positive actions and a dramatic increase in cereal 
production this year, Mauritania's economic prospects for the 
medium term are unpromising. The country will remain dependent 
on international food and development assistance for the fore- 
seeable future. The toughest part of the economic rehabilitation 
program has yet to begin. This year, free food distribution will 
drop while restrictive fiscal and monetary policies are maintained. 
Inflation will likely remain at about the 10 percent level, while 
Government employees' wages are frozen. Efforts to recoup earlier 
investments by rehabilitating a petroleum refinery and copper 
mine are of questionable economic soundness. The only hope for 
the future remains iron ore exports and fisheries. 


SECTORAL DEVELOPMENTS 


MINING: The Societe Industrielle et Miniere (SNIM), which runs 
the iron ore mining complex at Zouerate, has been the key economic 
enterprise since independence, providing up to 80 percent of 
foreign currency earnings. The original mines which produced ore 
at 65 percent purity are rapidly being depleted. The Guelbs 
Project, inaugurated in 1984, includes an ore concentration plant 
and new mines. In 1985, production at the new mine was 1 million 
tons, and this is scheduled to rise to 3 million tons in 1986. 
Overall production for 1985 was 9,526,576 tons--the highest level 
Since 1979. 


Mauritania has signed an agreement with several Arab development 
agencies and banks for the rehabilitation of the copper mine at 
Akjoujt, which has been closed since 1979 due to low world prices. 
A new 62 mile water line will be constructed, the electrical 
generating plant will be enlarged, the Nouakchott-Akjoujt road 
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will be repaired, and an ore handling facility will be built at 
the Nouakchott deep water port now under construction. A new ore 
concentration plant will be built by a Finnish firm. The first 
exports are scheduled for 1988--provided purchasers can be found. 
The entire project, which is estimated to cost $35 million, is 
being delayed by financial problems. 


FISHING: Mauritania's 466-mile coast holds the key to a potentially 
enormous economic resource--fisheries. Within its 200 mile exclu- 
sive economic zone, some of the richest fishing grounds in the 

world are found. The Government views fisheries as a major hope 

for generating employment, foreign currency earnings, and pro- 
viding a nutritional supplement. 


Fish exports reached an all-time peak in 1983 with 312,000 tons 
of fresh and frozen fish, fish meal, and fish oil. Exports 
declined in 1984 to 262,000 tons, due largely to a disagreement 
with the USSR which resulted in reduced activity. Preliminary 
figures for 1985 indicate that production should exceed the 1984 
levels. 


AGRICULTURE: Mauritanian agriculture has suffered from drought 
and official neglect. The drought ended virtually all oasis 
agriculture in the far north and much of central Mauritania. 
Cereals production plummeted from a high of 100,000 tons to 
approximately 15,000 tons in 1984-85. (Adequate seasonal rains 
increased production to over 50,000 tons in 1985-86.) Public 
sector investment in agriculture has been insufficient to promote 
sustained growth. In its economic recovery plan, the Government 
has promised to devote 35 percent of all public investment to 
agriculture. 


Animal husbandry fared equally badly. Herds of cattle and sheep 
were reduced by more than one-third in the early and mid-1970s. 
They made a small comeback at the end of the decade and in the 
early 1980s when several years of slightly increased rainfall 
occurred. However, by 1982 the drought had returned in force 
and the weakened herds were devastated again, with one-third of 
the remaining cattle herd dying or slaughtered in 1984-85 alone. 
Many herdsmen took their remaining camel and cattle herds to 
Mali, Senegal, or Guinea in an effort to find pasturage and water. 
With the return of adequate rains in 1985, thousands of animals 
were brought back. Only the camel herds have emerged fundamen- 
tally intact, losing about 5 percent per year. 


The 1980s have seen considerable development in irrigated and 
recessional agriculture. The cornerstone of this effort is the 
8,896- acre Gorgol Noir Irrigation Project, financed by a 
consortium of international donors, with Arab sources providing 
the bulk of the funds. The Gorgol Noir along with several other 
old and new projects are the beginning of what is hoped will be 

a major expansion of irrigated agriculture over the next 15 years. 
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INDUSTRY: The industrial sector in Mauritania has seen only 
Marginal development. Completely dependent on external assis- 
tance, large industrial projects have tended to be poorly 
selected and designed and, as a result, most have been expensive 
failures. 


A petroleum refinery constructed in Nouadhibou in 1976-78 for 

$140 million has never entered commercial production. In 1985, 
Algeria agreed to loan Mauritania $13 million to rehabilitate 

the plant and build a desalinization plant. As part of its para- 
statal reform program, the IBRD had recommended in 1984 that the 
refinery be permanently closed and turned into a storage facility. 
Despite this advice, the Government sought the loan in hopes of 
recovering some of its earlier investment. Algeria will supply 
the crude oil. Most observers consider this new investment to 

be unsound in the current oil market situation. 


An iron bar factory in Nouadhibou, which formerly belonged to 
SNIM, has been turned into a joint venture with several Arab 
nations providing capital. It has been plagued with technical 
and economic problems since construction in 1977. In 1984 the 
factory produced a total of 800 tons and then shut down for the 
remainder of the year. Reopened in mid-1985, the plant is again 
producing iron bars for construction, but it remains hampered by 
technical problems. 


Plans are underway for the construction of a vegetable oil 
factory at the new deep water port of Nouakchott to be partially 
funded by local private investors, the World Bank, and France. 

A major American grain company has begun discussions with the 
Government about construction of a grain milling and bagging 
operation also at the deep water port. Algeria has agreed to 
loan $5 million to build a gas bottling plant in Nouakchott. 
Also, a factory for the production of dairy products is nearing 
completion in Nouakchott. 


Several small-scale industrial enterprises flourish in Mauritania 
by being well adapted to the local market and on a scale that is 
sustainable. These include a factory that bottles water as well 
as making its own plastic containers, a PVC-pipe plant, a soft 
drink bottling operation, and a cement factory that supplies 

100 percent of the domestic market. A U.S.-built sugar mill in 
Nouakchott has never started its refinery operations and only 
packages imported sugar. 


IMPLICATIONS FOR AMERICAN BUSINESS 


As a former French colony, Mauritania has traditionally looked to 
France for technical assistance and manufactured goods. France 
also remains Mauritania's largest trading partner. Nevertheless, 
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several factors make it substantially easier for the American 
exporter to break into the Mauritanian market than into other 
countries of former French West Africa. First, Mauritania was 
one of the last areas to be colonized, and French influence 

here is not as extensive as elsewhere in other former colonies. 
Also, SNIM and other companies have purchased large quantities 
of American equipment for more than a decade. As a result, many 
Mauritanians are already well-acquainted with some American 
products. Thirdly, since Mauritania is no longer a member of 
the French-backed African Financial Community (Commune Financiere 
Africaine), French goods do not have the overwhelming advantage 
here that they do in the rest of Francophone West Africa. 
Indeed, imports here are rarely held up by a lack of American 
currency because Mauritania's iron ore and fisheries sales are 
generally made in dollars. 


In addition to mining, the most promising prospect for American 
sales in the next few years is fishing. As Mauritanian joint 
fishing ventures get underway, there will undoubtedly be a need 
for all types of modern fishing equipment. There is also a 
sizable, expanding industry which freezes and exports fish. The 
Mauritanian Government's emphasis on rural development may lead 
during the next decade to a market for modern farming equipment 
and techniques. The Mauritanian market for consumables will 
probably remain small, however, restrained both by the small size 
of the population (1.7 million) and limited purchasing power. 


Investment incentives have improved markedly under the military 
government. Eager to attract funds that it can no longer procure 
for itself, the Government has substantially liberalized the 
investment code. The new code provides for tax exonerations for 
periods up to 12 years on exports, raw material imports, and 
reinvested profits. The sector with the best potential for 
investment is the fish and fish processing industry. 


Any firm wishing to do business in Mauritania must be able to 
conduct its affairs in French or Arabic. Professional level 
English language interpreter services do not exist in Nouakchott, 
and only rarely can interpreting be arranged on an informal 
basis. Strict currency controls apply to foreign travelers, 

and credit cards and personal checks are not accepted by com- 
mercial establishments. 


Any firm seeking to export to Mauritania should contact the U.S. 
Department of Commerce, Office of African Affairs (202) 377-4564, 
the Mauritanian Embassy in Washington, DC (2129 Leroy Place, N.W., 
20008 - (202) 232-5700), or La Chambre de Commerce, BP215 Nouakchott, 
Mauritania, for more information on investment laws, currency 


controls, and tariff rates which are applicable to specific 
problems. 
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